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Join the FUN! “Deliver the LOVE” to
350 older adults in and around Perry!

Thursday, May 2
• 100 Volunteers Needed
• 1.5 hr Volunteer Shifts
• 9:00AM - 4:30PM
• Perry Lutheran Homes Eden Acres
   Campus, 1300 28th St, Perry, IA

Project Deliver the LOVE

Volunteer
Assemble and 
deliver baskets
to older adults
on Thurs, May 2.

Donate
Provide meals to   

home-bound older 
adults through

Meals on Wheels.

Submit Names 
Age 75+ that live in or 

within 10 miles of Perry
to receive a personal visit 

and basket of LOVE!

For many of them, Tyson has been
their fi�rst and only employer, and they
are nervous about navigating
unemployment in the U.S. for the fi�rst
time. They say they don’t know what so-
cial benefi�ts they qualify for, how to ap-
ply and who they can turn to for help. 

They also say Tyson hired them at a
good wage despite their lack of skills
and inability to speak English and worry
whether other employers could provide
similar opportunities and chances to
learn. 

Jan Flora, emeritus professor of
sociology at Iowa State University who
has co-authored books on the impact of
immigrants on rural communities, said
the meatpacking industry has long re-
lied on immigrants and refugees to build
up its workforce. 

They come in large numbers and are
“willing to do the work” at rates that no
longer appeal to native-born applicants,
Flora said. But mass layoff�s like Tyson’s
leave already marginalized groups even
more vulnerable, said Nicole Novak, re-
search assistant professor at the Uni-
versity of Iowa’s Department of Com-
munity and Behavioral Health. 

“Research has found that workers
who have a harder time transitioning to
other industries – often this is older
workers – are especially at risk for
symptoms of depression and other
mental health concerns after an invol-
untary job loss,” Novak said. “Workers
who face other barriers to switching in-
dustries, such as language barriers, may
need extra support to fi�nd meaningful
and sustainable employment after los-
ing a packing plant job.” 

Tyson plant closure will leave big
hole in diverse community of
Perry

Tyson Foods announced its plans
last month to permanently close the
pork packaging plant in Perry by June
28. Tyson is the city’s largest employer,
and its departure will leave 1,276 people
without jobs and a small town in
distress. 

The company has transformed Perry
into one of the most diverse and fastest-
growing communities in Iowa. Nearly
70% of employees at the Tyson location
in Perry are Black and Latino, said Roger
Kail, president of the United Food and
Commercial Workers Local 1149, which
represents 700 to 800 of the plant’s
workers. Women make up close to 40%,
data provided by Kail shows. 

Those fi�gures mirror Tyson’s work-
force across the U.S., made up of more
than 60% minority groups and 39%
women, according to a 2023 annual U.S.
Securities and Exchange Commission
report from the company.

Close to a third of Perry’s 8,000 resi-
dents identify as Hispanic or Latino,
and almost 19% are foreign born,
according to the U.S. Census. 

Perry offi�cials recently unveiled Per-
ryNext, a new page on the city’s website
that lists events, career services and
other resources for workers impacted by

the closure. It’s one of many eff�orts
rolled out by leaders looking to ease the
transition and search for a new job. 

A Tyson spokesperson said in an
email that “we understand the impact of
our decision on our team members and
the local community” and are working
with local and government agencies in
Perry. Offi�cials encourage “all aff�ected
employees” to consider positions within
the company, the spokesperson said.
Assistance will be provided for individ-
uals who choose to relocate to another
facility. 

A collective bargaining agreement
between union and Tyson leaders, ob-
tained by the Register, outlines benefi�ts
available for workers who physically re-
locate to Tyson’s Waterloo plant. Of 75
available jobs, 15 are for general mainte-
nance positions. The remaining 60 are
for “hourly frontline team members,”
but the agreement doesn’t otherwise
specify the type of work involved. 

Employees who accept a position
and move to Waterloo will be eligible to
receive $10,000 from Tyson. The fi�rst
$5,000 will be given after a month of
employment at the new location, while
the other half will be given after one year
of employment, the agreement says. Up
to $5,000 also will be off�ered to alleviate
any moving costs. And the company will
provide help enrolling children in school
and child care. 

For workers who relocate to plants
other than Waterloo, housing
assistance will be off�ered.

The company says it will retain em-
ployees’ seniority for health benefi�ts,
vacations and holiday pay. These off�ers
are available through June 28, the
agreement says. 

A spokesperson declined to com-
ment on the details of the bargaining
agreement and assistance it would pro-
vide employees impacted by the Perry
plant’s closure.

Calderon said there’s no way he could
make the commute to Tyson’s other lo-
cations when the nearest ones to Perry
are still far away. The facility in Storm
Lake is about an hour and 50-minute
drive, while the one in Waterloo is just
over two hours. 

Uprooting his family is an unrealistic
option, he said. 

‘How am I going to survive?’
African refugee asks after layoff
news

Employees Kilozo Amisi and Jose
Mosengo also were caught off�-guard by
the news. They said they feel unpre-
pared to handle the uncertainty that lies
ahead. 

Amisi and Mosengo each came as
refugees from Africa less than a decade
ago. They became fi�nancially stable and
independent because of Tyson. 

Mosengo, who came to the U.S. from
a refugee camp in Zambia, said he
moved to Iowa in October 2017 when he
couldn’t fi�nd work in Las Vegas, Nevada.
He was told the Des Moines area had
more job opportunities and companies
such as Tyson Foods were hiring immi-
grants and refugees. 

Mosengo has worked for Tyson
Foods for the last six and a half years
and is considered the breadwinner in

his family. He said he’s made good mon-
ey, which has helped him and his wife
pay their bills, including their monthly
mortgage and college tuition for their
children.

“I’m asking myself: ‘How am I going
to survive?’” Mosengo told the Rev. Wil-
ly Msiando, a local leader in Des Moines’
African community, who provided
translations from Swahili and Kibembe
to the Register. 

Msiando, senior pastor at Living Wa-
ter Evangelical Free Church of Des
Moines, and Tricia Gabriel, co-founder
of the nonprofi�t Genesis Youth Founda-
tion, said they empathize with all the
workers, many of whom have dedicated
years to the Perry packing plant and will
soon be let go. 

Those jobs helped them fi�nd their
footing in a new country. The company
hired people with varying language
skills — an opportunity, Msiando says,
that’s hard to come by and tough to pass
up for immigrants and refugees. Msian-
do recalled the plant once hiring 11 new
arrivals he had referred. 

“They’re basically starting from
scratch to fi�gure out what’s next for
them,” said Gabriel, who also serves as
the nonprofi�t’s arts program director. 

Mosengo said he’s afraid employers
will overlook him because of his age and
because he has struggled to learn Eng-
lish. He said he also struggles to apply
online for jobs. 

“I don’t know all that technology,” he
said. 

Amisi relayed similar concerns: The
43-year-old said he came to Iowa in 2019
from a refugee camp in Tanzania and
immediately began working in Perry at
the Tyson facility. It’s the only job he’s
had since coming to America. 

‘Stay calm, have hope,’ one local
leader says 

In the last few weeks, Gabriel and her
husband, Sam Gabriel, have held town
hall-style meetings at public libraries
for African families impacted by Tyson’s
closure. The couple, along with other
community leaders and partners,
listened as workers candidly voiced
their concerns. Some participants
pitched in, helping usher the conversa-
tions and translating responses to Eng-
lish from Swahili and French.

The Gabriels say they understand the
fear the families feel. They came to Iowa
with their families more than 20 years
ago after living in an Ivory Coast refugee
camp. They built their nonprofi�t, which

began with sports and arts programs for
refugee children and later expanded to
include resources for adults and
families. 

Sam Gabriel, Genesis’ executive di-
rector, came to the U.S. in 1997, settling
in Des Moines with his parents. He said
the rest of his siblings arrived a few
years later, and many of them secured
their fi�rst jobs at the Tyson plant in
Perry. 

Sam Gabriel said his older brother
still works there — his 18-year run will
come to an end in June. 

Tricia Gabriel remembered fi�rst see-
ing the news about the permanent clo-
sure on Facebook. She thought of her
brother-in-law and quickly shared the
social media post with her husband. 

But the couple said they began to
more fully understand the closure’s im-
pact only after a youth participant told
them about her parents, who both work
at Tyson and are afraid about what will
happen when they lose their jobs. 

The Gabriels have teamed up with
Iowa Workforce Development to host a
series of career fairs, which started
April 13. 

Sam Gabriel said these events are
geared toward Tyson employees who
live in Des Moines and will take place
every second Saturday of the month at
Hope+Elim Church, 2500 University
Ave., through July. Genesis Youth Foun-
dation is looking for employers with
openings to participate in the fair. In-
quiries can be sent to info@genesi-
syouthfoundation.org, and more infor-
mation about Genesis can be found on-
line through the organization’s website
at genesisyouthfoundation.org.

Iowa Workforce Development has al-
ready deployed career counselors to
Perry through its mobile service. On
Tuesdays from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., work-
force development staff� are posted on
Tyson grounds to support employees. 

Sam Gabriel said he knows times like
these are diffi�cult, but he wants to reas-
sure workers that help is on the way. 

“Stay calm, have hope. We, the com-
munity as a whole, is working,” he said.
“There are many committed partners
that are working towards making sure
no family would become homeless.” 

Register reporters Kate Kealey and
José Mendiola, who provided transla-
tions, contributed to this story. 

F. Amanda Tugade covers social jus-
tice issues for the Des Moines Register.
Email her at ftugade@dmreg.com or fol-
low her on Twitter @writefelissa. 
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Kilozo Amisi, who began working at
the Perry Tyson plant in 2019, says it’s
the only job he’s had since coming to
America. LILY SMITH/THE REGISTER

Jose Mosengo, a refugee from Africa,
says through an interpreter, “I’m
asking myself: ‘How am I going to
survive?’” LILY SMITH/THE REGISTER

Did you know... where
and when this photo was
taken? This was the April
snowstorm of 1973. The
red and white building on
the left was the Maid-Rite
on Willis. Today this is
Lou's Restaurant. This
was only a couple of years
after the big blizzard of
1971. I do not know if it's
just global warming or if
we are just lucky, but it
seems we get off� easier
now weather-wise. I re-
member when there were
huge piles of snow down
second street, waiting to

be removed. I hope Moth-
er Nature is not off�ended
by my memories of

April's past, I for one re-
member this, but do not
miss it.

DID YOU KNOW?

Larry Vodenik
Special to the Chief

Did you know... where and when this photo was
taken? PROVIDED BY LARRY VODENIK


